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Much more 
discussion is 
needed about the 
content and focus 
of the economics 
major as well as 
how that content 
is taught 


The success OR failure of a liberal educa- 
tion, or an undergraduate major, depends far 
more on how the educational process influ- 
ences students’ passion for learning than it 
does on what specifically they learn. A sue- 
cessful liberal education creates a lifelong 
learner, and classroom instruction is as much 
a catalyst for education as it is the education 
itself. Because passion for learning carries over 
to other fields and areas, the catalyst function 
of education does not depend on content. 
Academic depart- 
ments tend to focus 
on both the need for depth in the field and 
the need for specialized training as a compo- 
nent of liberal education. The push for depth 
over breadth by disciplinary scholars is to be 
expected. Just as a Shakespeare scholar is un- 
likely to be passionate about teaching fresh- 
man composition, a scholar of classical game 
theory is unlikely to be passionate about 
teaching general economic principles within 
the context of an interdisciplinary considera- 
tion of broad themes. Because breadth is not 
usually associated with research passion by 
disciplinary specialists, and because a college 
is a collection of disciplinary specialists, breadth 
often gets shortchanged; it is interpreted as 
“superficial.” 

But in reality, breadth pertains to the na- 
ture of the questions asked. It involves asking 
questions that are unlikely to have definitive 
answers — “big-think” questions that challenge 
the foundations of disciplinary analysis. By 
contrast, depth involves asking smaller ques- 
tions that can be answered — “little-think” 
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questions that, too often, involve an uncritical 
acceptance of the assumptions upon which 
research is built. 

Questions and areas of study have two di- 
mensions: a research dimension and a teach- 
ing dimension. The disciplinary nature of 
both graduate education and undergraduate 
college faculties leads to an emphasis on “re- 
search questions,” which tend to be narrow 
and in-depth, and a de-emphasis on “teaching 
questions,” which tend to involve greater 
breadth. Economics has its own distinctive set 
of teaching questions: Is capitalism preferable 
to socialism? What is the appropriate struc- 
ture of an economy? Does the market alienate 
individuals from their true selves? Is consumer 
sovereignty acceptable? Do statistical signifi- 
cance tests appropriately measure significance? 
It is worthwhile to teach such “big-think” 
questions, but because they do not fit the dis- 
ciplinary research focus of the profession, they 
tend not to be included in the economics major. 
This is regrettable, since struggling with “big- 
think” questions helps provoke a passion for 
learning in students and, hence, can be a cata- 
lyst for deeper student learning. 

It is similarly worthwhile to expose students 
to longstanding debates within the field. For 
example, Marx considered the alienation cre- 
ated by the market to be a central problem of 
western societies; Hayek argued that the market 
was necessary to preserve individual freedom; 
and Alfred Marshall argued that activities de- 
termine wants and, thus, wants cannot be 
considered as primitives in economic analysis. 
Such debates are highly relevant for students 
to consider as they study economics within 
the context of a liberal education. But these 
kinds of debates are not actively engaged as 
part of cutting-edge research, which instead 
tends to focus either on narrow questions that 
can be resolved through statistical analysis or 
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on highly theoretical questions that exceed 
the level of undergraduate students. 
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General education and the major 

College education was once divided between 
general education, which was provided in the 
first two years, and the major, which was the 
focus of the last two years. The importance of 
the major has increased significantly, how- 
ever, and this division is no longer reflected in 
the structure of undergraduate education to- 
day. Many students are now required to start 
their majors in the first year of college or, at 
the latest, in the second year. And too many 
faculty members are not directly concerned 
with achieving the overall goals of a liberal 
education, which they view as tangential to 
the disciplinary major. Few, if any, professors 
are devoted to teaching general education 
courses exclusively. Instead, these courses are 
provided by departments and often seen as a 
draw on the teaching resources of the major. 

Instead of serving to strengthen liberal edu- 
cation by providing depth in one area, the un- 
dergraduate major has become more vocational. 
Viewed as preparation for graduate school, the 
disciplinary major channels passion for learning 
to a small group of future researchers and profes- 
sors. Providing a liberal education and instilling 
a passion for learning in undergraduate students 
who do not wish to go on to graduate school is 
a secondary goal of teaching, and it is incorpo- 
rated only to the degree that it fits the needs of 
the departmental major. 

As the power bases for individual disciplines 
have been reinforced by faculty training and 
institutional structures, the power base for 
general education has shrunk. And as discipli- 
nary majors have become more deeply en- 
trenched, the disconnect between the major 
and the goals of liberal education has widened. 
The result is that often students with generalist 
interests are not provided with the catalyst 
for further learning and engagement, despite 
continual attempts by colleges and universities 
to achieve that end. 

The freshman seminar, for example, was de- 
signed to achieve greater focus on communi- 
cation and integrative skills as well as to 
provide students with more intimate contact 
with faculty early on. Math, science, and 
economics professors have little training in 
general writing and communication skills, yet 
they are expected to teach these skills in 


freshman seminars. If economics professors 
succeed in instilling a passion for learning 
during the freshman seminar, it is due to their 
individual commitment to the ideals of such 
courses and their ability to draw on training 
beyond what they received in graduate school. 

The role of graduate education 

All this is not to say that undergraduate pro- 
grams are devoid of professors committed to 
the ideals of liberal education. Just as study in 
the major is only a part of an undergraduate 
student’s education, so too is graduate training 
only a part of a graduate student’s education. 
Students with broad interests make it into 
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graduate school, and some make it through; 
others develop broad interests afterwards. But 
those who are most passionate about under- 
graduate teaching are unlikely to make it into 
a top graduate program in economics. In part, 
this is because the training offered by top 
graduate programs is unattractive to these po- 
tential graduate students. But even more, it is 
because these are not the type of students that 
graduate programs are looking for; training 
students to be good teachers is not what grad- 
uate programs in economics see as their goal. 
In lower-ranked graduate programs, the focus 
on training researchers as opposed to teachers 
is less pronounced, but it still exists — in part, 


because these programs are staffed by graduates 
of the top programs. 

The problem of the relationship between 
the major and liberal education does not de- 
rive solely from the structure of the major or 
the specific courses included as part of that 
structure. The specialized, disciplinary struc- 
ture of graduate education in the United States 
also contributes to the problem. Graduate ed- 
ucation is designed to produce cutting-edge 
researchers who may teach undergraduates as 
a sidelight. As graduate programs become 
more specialized and more focused on prepar- 
ing researchers rather than teachers, and as 
research outlets also become more specialized, 
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the research and teaching focuses of the profes- 
soriate pull even harder in different directions. 

The economics major and liberal education 

The economics major includes technical as- 
pects drawn from mathematics and the natural 
sciences as well as humanistic aspects related 
to history, philosophy, literature, political sci- 
ence, and public policy. Thus, in some ways, 
the problem of the relationship between lib- 
eral education and the economics major is a 
microcosm of the problem of the relationship 
between liberal education and the undergrad- 
uate curriculum as a whole. 

Economics today neglects to foster certain 
liberal education outcomes on which it could, 
and once did, focus. Moral reasoning, for ex- 
ample, was once part of economics education 
but is no longer a focus of the discipline today. 
A recent survey of undergraduate economics 
majors found that only 2 1 percent believe that 
economics is highly successful at teaching 
moral reasoning (Jones et al. 2010). Similarly, 


teaching students about “living with diversity” 
and, depending on how it is interpreted, pro- 
viding “breadth of interest,” are not specific 
goals of the economics major. 

The same holds true for the development of 
other skills associated with a liberal education. 
Economists are trained in specialized forms of 
critical thinking that focus on technical issues 
and analytics rather than on how to arrive at a 
reasoned judgment by considering all aspects 
of a problem. Economists are not especially 
known for their communication skills, and 
they receive little training in writing or com- 
munication while in graduate school. It is, 
therefore, unlikely that the economics major 
will be effective in teaching these skills. And 
indeed, in the survey cited above, only 28 per- 
cent of majors said that economics is highly 
successful in teaching communication skills. 

An influential report on the purpose and 
structure of the undergraduate economics major 
helped establish, or at least codify, the general 
structure of the undergraduate economics 
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major that almost all economics 
departments currently follow 
(Siegfried et al. 1991). The 
central goal of the major, ac- 
cording to the report, is to 
teach students to “think like an 
economist.” This goal — which 
encompasses deductive reason- 
ing skills, decision-making techniques, under- 
standing complex relationships, creativity, 
acquiring and using knowledge that cuts across 
disciplinary boundaries — overlaps significantly 
with the outcomes of a liberal education. 

Teaching students to “think like an econo- 
mist” is a relatively uncontroversial goal inso- 
far as it allows each professor to think of the 
training they provide as, essentially, getting 
the student to think like him or herself. But 
the goal has been pushed further by some who 
favor teaching a particular set of proficiencies. 
For example, Hansen (2010) argues that the 
goal of the economics major should be to 
teach students to act like economists: “in- 
structors want students to be able to demon- 
strate at various levels their ability to perform 
the various proficiencies, culminating at grad- 
uation with their ability to demonstrate mas- 
tery of every one of the proficiencies.” Almost 
everyone would agree that proficiencies 
should ground what is taught; the disagree- 
ment centers on how broadly or narrowly the 
proficiencies are defined. Should they be re- 
flective of liberal education goals — for exam- 
ple, the ability to read, critically analyze, and 
write effectively — or should they instead be 
reflective of narrower skills that are more di- 
rectly relevant to the field of economics, such 
as the ability to understanding opportunity 
cost, to run regressions and interpret “t” statis- 
tics, and to explain the connection between 
money supply and inflation? 

Precisely what it means to “think like an 
economist” changes over time, mirroring 
changes in the training of economists. 
Through the 1960s, both graduate and under- 
graduate training was focused on broad-based 
skills that integrated critical thinking, histori- 
cal knowledge, and statistical analysis. Since 
then, graduate training has become more 
technical, more reliant on mathematics and 
statistics. Initially there were debates within 
the field about this change, but technical 
mathematics and statistical training have won 
out. The reality today is that economics is a 


highly technical field, and 
anyone who is not comfortable 
with high-level mathematics 
and statistics is not advised to 
pursue graduate work in the 
field. The focus on general 
economic problem solving 
within a broad setting — a fo- 
cus that characterized economics training 
through the 1960s — is now greatly dimin- 
ished. Economics professors today are more 
prepared to make important technical inputs 
into policy analysis than to develop policy 
questions within a broader framework. Gradu- 
ate training is intended to develop technical 
expertise, not to focus on policy design or on 
the moral or ethical aspects of economic pol- 
icy. Graduate students learn to translate prob- 
lems into formal models and to study those 
problems empirically by using high-level sta- 
tistical techniques. 

The fact that “thinking like an economist” 
is now associated with the narrower, more 
technical proficiencies of the modem ap- 
proach to the field does not mean that the 
economics major no longer contributes to the 
liberal education of students. It simply means 
that the economics major now contributes in 
a slightly different way. The typical economics 
professor is not well trained to guide students 
through moral reasoning or civic engagement 
activities, for example. His or her interests are 
likely to center on problems that are suscepti- 
ble to formal modeling and statistical testing, 
rather than on policy questions that involve 
complicated ethical or moral issues. As a re- 
sult, undergraduate education in economics 
now contributes more directly to the develop- 
ment of quantitative literacy. The role of the 
economics major is becoming more like the 
role currently played by mathematics and 
the sciences. Students round out their skill 
development through other components of 
their education. 

The increasingly technical and specialized 
nature of the economics major needs to be 
kept in perspective. Relative to history, English, 
or the other social sciences, economics is indeed 
technical and specialized. But the same pres- 
sures for specialization are at work within 
those other fields as well. Relative to the under- 
graduate science majors, the economics major 
is nontechnical and general. The economics 
major also typically has far fewer required 


Economics today 
neglects to foster 
certain liberal 
education outcomes 
on which it could, 
and once did, focus 
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courses than the science majors and, unlike 
most natural science majors, it is still designed 
for students who do not intend to continue 
their formal education beyond graduation. 

Two distinct constituencies 

Largely because of its connections to business, 
the undergraduate economics major has to 
satisfy two constituencies. The first is the very 
small group of students who intend to pursue 
graduate study in economics; professors of 
economics are well trained to teach these stu- 
dents. The second, much larger constituency 
is comprised of students who view the eco- 
nomics major either as a stepping stone to 
business and public policy, or simply as a foun- 
dation for a strong liberal education. Integrat- 
ing the needs of these two distinct groups is a 
major problem for undergraduate economics 
faculty, and the decisions they make regard- 
ing how best to meet the needs of both con- 
stituencies will significantly influence the 
nature of the economics major in the future. 

Students who perceive the economics ma- 
jor as a stepping stone and do not plan to 
pursue further study in the field — the second 
constituency — comprise the larger group. 
While 10 percent of economics majors consider 
going on to graduate school (Jones et al. 2010), 
the reality is that less than 2 percent actually 
do so — and an even smaller percentage com- 
plete it. Nonetheless, professors are often led 

About the Report 

The American Economic Association (AEA) does not take formal po- 
sitions on issues. Instead, members of AEA committees prepare reports 
that reflect their own positions, rather than those of the AEA itself. 

This practice allows authors more freedom to be controversial and 
helps generate discussion. When the AEA received a grant from the 
Teagle Foundation to investigate how the economics major and eco- 
nomics course work taken by students in other majors can more effec- 
tively support the goals of a liberal education, the association assigned 
two members of its Committee on Economic Education to do the re- 
port; those members are identified here as the authors. The report 
generated much discussion within the economics profession, some of 
which is presented in other published versions of the report (Colander 
and McGoldrick 2009, 2010). 

Recommendations 

The authors issued a series of specific recommendations for improving 
the economics major. These can be found in the full report, which is 
available online at www.teaglefoundation.org/leaming/publications.aspx. 


by their own interests and research focus to 
teach to the much smaller group. Current 
graduate training in economics is focused on 
preparing researchers who have a narrow focus 
and who avoid asking “big-think” questions. 
These graduates will determine the future of 
the economics profession, and their natural 
tendency will be to train majors in the same 
way in which they were themselves trained. 

It is likely that they will continue to design 
the major around, and focus their passion 
on, courses that prepare undergraduates for 
graduate school, rather than devote their 
time and passion to “generalist” courses. 

Some undergraduate programs address the 
dual constituency by creating two separate 
tracks within the major. The mathematical or 
economic-science track is appropriate for 
those students intending to go on to graduate 
school in economics and for those interested 
in using economics to develop a quantitative 
foundation within the liberal arts. This group 
comprises approximately 20 to 40 percent of 
current economics majors. The general eco- 
nomics track is more relevant to applied policy 
and provides a combined humanistic and 
quantitative liberal arts foundation. Other 
programs leave the two constituencies inte- 
grated, and attempt to design a single approach 
to the major that caters to both groups of stu- 
dents. Regardless of the program format, how- 
ever, the major curriculum is being populated 
with an increasing number of technical course 
offerings as younger, more technically trained 
economists replace older, more generally 
trained economists. In short, the economics 
major is becoming less appropriate for students 
interested either in business and public policy 
or in a combined humanistic and quantitative 
liberal arts foundation. 

Economics faculty are teaching students to 
think like economists, but it is not clear that 
“thinking like an economist” is the appropri- 
ate educational goal for these generalist stu- 
dents. Instead, for them, the goal should to 
be to develop their ability to use broader rea- 
soning tools in ways that are consistent with 
the economic way of thinking. Ideally, by the 
time they graduate, undergraduate economics 
majors should be familiar with the broad out- 
lines of the economic method and the technical 
tools used by economists. They should not think 
that the economic way of thinking is the only 
right way, however. They should also be familiar 
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with scientific and humanistic 
ways of thinking, and they 
should understand how, when 
combined with these other ways 
of thinking, the economic way 
of thinking can lead to a rea- 
soned solution to a problem. 

Conclusion 

In order to enhance economic 
education in ways that are con- 
sistent with the liberal educa- 
tion perspective, the catalyst 
function of education needs to be supported 
more fully. Reports or mandates from above 
that tell professors to do something different 
from what they want to do will undermine 
their passion and, thus, the catalyst function 
of the education they provide. It is better to 
teach the “wrong” content passionately than 
to teach the “right” content perfunctorily. 

The content of what is taught will, and should, 
be determined by individual professors and 
schools. Ideally, of course, the “right” content 
will be taught passionately. But this is unlikely 
at present, if the goal is to prepare liberally 
educated students. The current structure of 
graduate programs and of colleges and univer- 
sities themselves ensures that the content 
taught with passion is driven by narrow re- 
search interests rather than by general teaching 
priorities. Only major institutional change at 
both the graduate and undergraduate levels 
can affect that. 

In the absence of such major institutional 
change, marginal improvements can be made 
by modifying incentives and institutions so 
that more emphasis is placed on pedagogy and 
teaching. While there is no one set of “best 
practices” in economics pedagogy that are es- 
pecially suitable for a liberal education, there 
are better and worse practices. Such practices 
should be an important part of the regular 
discussion at any college or university. 

The bottom line of this report is that if the 
economics major is to make the best possible 
contribution to the liberal education of under- 
graduate students, then much more discussion 
is needed about the content and focus of the 
economics major as well as how that content 
is taught. It is beyond the scope of this report 
to identify precisely what that “best contribu- 
tion” may be. Positive change in any discipline 
does not come from the top down; it comes 


from the bottom up, and major 
change builds on the initiatives 
of individual schools. The goal 
of this report is to open up a 
conversation, rather than to 
generate a set of specific rec- 
ommendations. There are many 
ways in which the economics 
major can contribute to the 
liberal education of students. 
Thus, there are many ways in 
which the major can be struc- 
tured to promote this objective. 
But the best economics major will not develop 
from bottom-up discussion unless departments 
are sufficiently concerned about the major and 
have appropriate incentives to ensure it con- 
tributes in the best way possible. We hope this 
report will help generate that concern. □ 
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